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A STUDY IN VERTICAL SYMMETRY.
BY ELEANOR HARRIS ROWLAND.
It is obvious to anyone who looks at a series of pictures,
landscapes especially, giving particular attention to the position
of the horizon line, that he usually finds that line just above or
just below the center, seldom at the extreme boundaries of the
picture and almost never at the center itself. The question
naturally arises, Is there any reason for this uniformity of
choice and would the same conditions and demands hold good
if reduced to the simplicity of an experiment ? The following
is an account of an inquiry into the choices made by eleven ob-
servers of divisions of a rectangular space, and an analysis of
their methods of apperception.
To test the question the following apparatus was used: A
black, rectangular picture-frame, with an opening 33 by 25 cm.
had a black background placed behind, with light gray fore-
grounds of graded widths placed before it.
In the second series the background was gray and the fore-
grounds were black. These foregrounds were numbered from
I. to XI. No. VI. measured 12 y2 cm. filling exactly half the
opening while the others graded both ways at intervals of 2 cm.
The method of procedure was to start with the widest gray
foreground and to exhibit all the sizes down to the narrowest,
and back again, against the black background. Then the ob-
server was asked to tell where she liked to have the dividing
line come, and, if possible, to tell why she liked it that way.
The same question was asked with the second series.
Out of eleven observers in Series I., four preferred to see
the dividing line just below the center, or the No. V. card;
two wanted the division just above the center, or the No. VII.
card; two chose IV., while VIII., IX. and III. were each
chosen by one person. In Series II. three observers chose No.
V., two preferred IV., two VII. and two IX., while III. and
XI. had each one vote.
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The largest group, then, preferred a division just below the
central line; another group preferred varying points slightly
above the central line, while choices of the extreme divisions of
II. and III. or X. and XI. were rare and those for equal divi-
sion entirely absent.
The attention of the observers was called to this fact, and
they were asked why they did not choose the central division.
The almost uniform answer was, that when it was divided
evenly they did not ' see it as a picture,' it was ' too flat and
uninteresting.'
This testimony brought several things to light: (i) That
with no comment on the part of the experimenter they had been
taking the empty cards * as pictures'; (2) that the very unequal
division resisted their efforts to see it as a picture and therefore
it was not chosen; (3) that with the equally divided space it
apparently did not occur to them to • see it as a picture' at all.
Just as the slightly unequal spaces had naturally become land-
scapes, snow-scenes or sea-views, so did the equally divided
space simply look like two equal cards. This change of apper-
ception for the equal division was uniform, although none could
give a reason why she had changed except that the equal cards
• didn't look like anything.'
The next questions put to them were:
1. Can you see the equally divided space, and the very un-
equal divisions as pictures and those formerly seen as pictures,
as cards — that is, can the apperception be varied at will?
2. Is there any difference between the two modes of per-
ceiving, except the presence or absence of associations?
3. Does your feeling-tone vary with this change of apper-
ception ?
4. Do you find it more difficult to vary your perception one
way than the other?
5. Exactly what do you consciously do to change your
apperception ?
The answers to some of the questions were uniform, but the
introspection varied in others. All of the obervsers found that
they could vary their apperception at will, and that such varia-
tion not only supplied or deprived the cards of associative value,
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but made them look deep or flat. When seen as a picture the
background retreated, more or less according to the division
(their favorite division usually had the greatest depth of any)
but when seen simply as cards, the background moved front or
the foreground back, to make a plane surface.
Their feeling-tone varied with this change of view, so that
three liked the equal division, if they forgot it was equal and
saw it as something else.
Most of them had more difficulty in changing the appercep-
tion for the very unequal divisions, but with practice they could
also modify these at will.
The most interesting introspection came however on the last
question, where despite their difference in expression, there was
some agreement as to their difference in fixation point in the
two cases.
When looking at the cards as at a -picture, the attention was
more centered, either on the dividing horizontal line or exactly
above or below it, but always on the median axis. They looked
from this point to other parts of the surface, but always turned
back to the same central point. When, however, they looked
at the divided space simply as cardboards, it at once became
flat and unaccented. One observer said that she saw it much
more impartially, looking not only at the median axis or the
division line, but also around the edges and the frame. An-
other, when seeing it without picture associations, described her
attention as following several parallel lines across the space,
the division line or the central axis being no more important
than the others. Another looked up and down impartially
along vertical lines, never resting at the center. Several ob-
servers spoke of seeing the edges of the cards in the flat apper-
ception, which they had not noticed when seeing the cards as
pictures. One observer felt that her fixation for the picture ap-
perception was at a point in the middle of the division line,
behind the card, as if she were looking at a distant point, but
the simple card perception meant aimless travelling along the
division line over the surface and edges.
It would seem from these introspections from eleven regular
observers (and essentially similar results were obtained from a
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class of forty all observing at once) that a rectangular space
divided into equal halves by a horizontal line, tends to be taken
as fiat, as free from varied associations and without strong cen-
tral accent, and it has thereby very little the ' picture' charac-
ter. On the other hand, the slightly unequal division lends
itself to apperception of depth, and consequently to associations
and to being taken as a picture. Doubtless the observers were
influenced in their association by the fact that most pictures have
the latter type of division, but the question still remains —Why
do they ?
It is interesting in this connection, that two observers liked
the equal division very much, but did not want it framed. That
is, their attention not being bound to a central point, wandered
at large over the surface, and felt cramped by the frame. This
suggests a possible reason why we do not, as a matter of fact,
frame geometrical designs, however satisfactory they may be
in themselves. In geometric designs, which are usually
strongly symmetrical, both bilaterally and vertically, however
much a central point may be indicated, we do not take it as a
center of interest. Our attention is more or less impartial, it
extends with equal interest to the edges, and is better satisfied
by a repetition of itself than by a frame. Its out-going activity
demands continuance of its design, while the in-going tendency
of the picture requires exactly the reverse.1
1
 The MS. of this article was received June 30, 1907.—ED.
